27 Brecht RM, Gray CL, Peterson C, et al. Background: Childhood adversities are known to increase the life-long risk of negative life events and health problems. Less is known about how childhood conditions affect parental empowerment, which is crucial to family well-being and resources. This study aimed to find out how parents' own childhood adversities predict maternal and paternal empowerment, and how these predictors differ between mothers and fathers. Methods: The study design was cross-sectional. The sample consisted of mothers (n = 571) and fathers (n = 384) of children aged 0-9 years in Finland. Parents were selected using stratified random sampling in 2009. Parental empowerment was measured by the Generic Family Empowerment Scale. Eleven types of childhood adversity were inquired about. Associations were examined by linear regression analysis, and empowerment was predicted by multiple linear regression. Results: Childhood adversities had a negative effect on parental empowerment. The effect was more significant on maternal than paternal empowerment. Adversities were particularly associated with parents' confidence in managing their children in everyday life. Parental empowerment of both mothers and fathers was affected significantly by their parents' mental health problems and serious conflicts within their families during childhood. Financial difficulties, parents' unemployment and bullying at school affected maternal empowerment. Conclusions: Early recognition of adversities and appropriate intervention may help to increase present and future well-being and prevent long-term difficulties of each family member.
Introduction
T his study aimed to explain how childhood adversities are associated with parental empowerment. Several studies have shown that childhood experiences affect later life in many ways and that unfavorable circumstances may have detrimental effects throughout the lifespan. [1] [2] [3] [4] Adverse childhood experiences are common: Between 40 and 60% of children have experienced one adversity, and about onethird have experienced two adversities or more. The most often reported adversities in families are financial concerns, conflicts, parents' divorce and parents' alcohol and mental health problems. [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] School is also an important life context in childhood, and school experiences may have long-term consequences for well-being. Bullying at school is a prevalent problem across the world. 9 Results of previous studies indicate that parents' poor mental health and alcohol abuse as well as their divorce, serious conflicts and economic hardships, are associated with increased risk of various mental health problems 2 and physical illnesses 5, 10 in adulthood. Chronic anxiety, depression, substance abuse 2,7 and higher morbidity from cardiovascular disorders, obesity and cancer 2, 5 are associated with childhood adversities. In addition, there is evidence that parents' long-term unemployment and somatic illness are associated with reduced self-rated health among offspring as adults. 11 Furthermore, the risk of being bullied at school is increased by individual characteristics such as obesity, 12 but also by family conflicts, 13 parents' mental health problems 14 and financial difficulties. 15 Bullying is also known to increase the risk of depression, chronic anxiety 15 and low self-esteem 16 in adulthood.
Knowledge about the effects of childhood experiences on parenting in adulthood is scant. However, much research has been devoted to the transmission of attitudes, behaviour patterns and living conditions across generations. There is evidence that childhood maltreatment, 17 as well as aggressive, harsh 18 and warm 19 parenting styles may transmit intergenerationally. Furthermore, material poverty, living on social benefits, 20 level of education 3 and general lifestyle such as eating and exercise habits 21 are often passed down from parents to children. Parents' social capital is also considered a significant factor in transmitting hardship from one generation to the next. 21, 22 This study aimed to identify associations between childhood adversities and parental empowerment because empowerment is considered crucial to family well-being and resources. 23 Previous studies indicate that parental empowerment plays an important role in how parents manage in their everyday life and in the face of life changes and demands. 24, 25 Empowerment has been shown to be positively associated with family cohesion, relations and functioning 24 and parents' self-confidence, 26 ability to solve problems in the family 27 and ability to take care of their children's treatment. 28 Three dimensions of parental empowerment were assessed: parents' sense of confidence in managing their children in everyday life (family dimension), interacting with services that their children used (service situation dimension) and improving basic child-care services (service system dimension). 29 All families are susceptible to stressors and may face various temporary or long-term adversities. Therefore, it was assumed that the generic study sample included parents who have experienced and not experienced adversities during their childhood, and it enables the evaluation of associations between adversities and empowerment. In addition, knowledge about parental empowerment and contributing factors among a generic sample of parents is scant. Previous empowerment study has focused mainly on specific services, service situations or groups. Studies have investigated parental empowerment in ambulatory care, 30 paediatric rehabilitation 31 and in families with children with conditions such as cerebral palsy 32 or diabetes. 33 Furthermore, most respondents have been mothers, yet in recent years, fathers increasingly have been involved in the care of children. 34 The aims of this study were to find out how parents' own childhood adversities predict maternal and paternal empowerment and how these predictors differ between mothers and fathers.
Methods

Design and participants
The study design was cross-sectional. Parents' childhood experiences were evaluated retrospectively. The sample comprised parents of children aged 0-9 years in Finland. They were drawn from the Population Register Centre's information system using stratified random sampling. The children were placed into five age groups (0-1, 2-5, and 6, 7 and 8 years) to obtain a sample of families in different life situations. In each age group, the sample comprised 320 mothers and 320 fathers (total n = 3200). Only one parent per child was included in the sample, the mother or father was selected only once and the parent had to be the child's guardian. Parents who lived in a household separate from their child's were included because, usually, both parents continue to serve as guardians after divorce in Finland.
Sample size was estimated using the Statistics Calculators. To reach an effect size of 0.15 with 80% power for an alpha of 0.05 when entering 13 predictors in the model, 131 cases were required. 35, 36 Data were gathered as part of a National Institute for Health and Welfare (NIHF) project on integrated management in children, youth and family services. The study was approved by the Ethical Committee of the NIHF ( § 43/2009). The questionnaire was sent to parents by post in June 2009. Two reminder letters, each of which included a copy of the same questionnaire, were sent to parents who had not responded in August and September 2009.
A total of 955 parents responded to the questionnaire (response rate 30%). Mothers accounted for 60% of the respondents (n = 571) and fathers for 40% (n = 384). Parents who responded were significantly older (mothers M = 35.6/34.9, P = 0.014, fathers M =38.7/37.5, P = 0.003), and the fathers who responded lived with a partner (P = 0.036) more often than did the randomized sample. Parents who responded and those in the randomized sample did not differ significantly in terms of county of residence, child's gender, child's age or number of people in their household. 37 
Measures
Data were collected using a questionnaire that included the Generic Family Empowerment Scale (G-FES), retrospective questions about childhood adversities and questions concerning current life situation, including parents' ages, education level, employment status, current family structure and number of children in the family.
Parental empowerment was measured by the Generic Family Empowerment Scale (G-FES), 37, 38 which is based on the Family Empowerment Scale (FES) 29 developed for families of children with emotional disabilities. The original FES 29 and the G-FES 38 have proved to be valid and reliable instruments. The family dimension (10 items, Cronbach's a = 0.90) refers to parents' confidence to manage in everyday life with their children. The service situation dimension (12 items, a = 0.84) refers to parents' confidence to obtain and influence the services that their children need and use. The service system dimension (10 items, a = 0.90) refers to parents' perceptions of their advocacy to improve services for children in general. The G-FES has a five-point, Likert-type rating scale (1 = fully disagree, 5 = fully agree). Score items of each dimension were averaged. Higher scores indicate higher levels of empowerment, with a maximum mean score of 5 on each dimension. Childhood adversities were measured using questions that began as follows: 'If you think back to the years when you were growing up, i.e. before age 16, did you experience . . . ?' Retrospective reports of adverse childhood experiences have shown good test-retest reliability. 6 Eleven types of adversity were enquired about: long-term financial difficulties in the childhood family, parents' regular unemployment, parents'/respondents' own serious disease, mother's/father's alcohol problems, mother's/father's mental health problems, serious conflicts within the family, parents' divorce and bullying at school. Response options were 'yes', 'no' and 'don't know'. Occurrence of each adversity was coded into dummy variables: 1 = those reporting an adversity ('yes') and 0 = those not reporting the adversity ('no'). 'Don't know' responses were not used in the analyses (M = 3.5%, range = 0.2-10.0%). All adversities experienced were added together to assess accumulation of adversities. For linear regression analysis, mothers' and fathers' mental health problems and alcohol problems were combined as follows: '0 = neither parent' and '1 = both parents or one or the other parent'.
Statistical analysis
Data were described using frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations. Spearman correlations were calculated to examine the intercorrelations between different childhood adversities. Associations of maternal/paternal empowerment with individual childhood adversities and with accumulation of adversities were assessed using linear regression analysis. Variables were entered separately into the analysis. Maternal and paternal empowerment were predicted by multiple linear regression. First, all adversity variables were simultaneously entered into the analysis. Next, accumulation of adversities was entered into the analysis. To minimize the effect of current life situation, both multivariate analyses were adjusted for parents' age, education level, employment status, family structure and number of children in the family. 39 Statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS (Version 22.0 for Windows), and the level of statistical significance was set at P < 0.05.
Results
Participants
Mothers' ages ranged from 20 to 52 years and fathers' ages from 21 to 61 years. More than half the parents had at least a college education. Most parents lived in a nuclear family. Mothers had an average of 2.7 children and fathers 2.6 (Table 1) .
Childhood adversities
The average number of childhood adversities reported by mothers was 1.9 and by fathers 1.7. One-quarter of the mothers reported no adversities and one-third reported three or more. Among fathers, one-third reported no adversities and one-quarter reported three or more. The most commonly reported adversities were financial problems in the family, bullying at school, serious conflicts within the family and father's alcohol problems (Table 1) .
Correlations between various childhood adversities were below 0.5. For mothers, the strongest correlations were found between serious conflicts within the family and father's alcohol problems (r = 0.40), parents' divorce and serious conflicts within the family (r = 0.38) and financial difficulties and serious conflicts within the family (r = 0.33). For fathers, the strongest correlations were found between parents' divorce and serious conflicts within the family (r = 0.49), serious conflicts within the family and father's alcohol problems (r = 0.47), father's and mother's alcohol problems (r = 0.40), father's alcohol problems and parents' divorce (r = 0.34) and financial difficulties and serious conflicts within the family (r = 0.33).
Associations of maternal empowerment with childhood adversities
Maternal empowerment was high in the family and in service situations and moderate in the service system. Childhood adversities were associated with all dimensions of maternal empowerment such that mothers who reported adversities in their childhood felt less empowered than those who reported no adversities. Accumulation of adversities was negatively associated with maternal empowerment in the family (P < 0.001). Individual adversities that showed statistically significant associations with empowerment in the family were financial problems (P = 0.001), parents' regular unemployment (P = 0.001), parents' mental health problems (P < 0.001) and bullying at school (P < 0.001). Financial problems emerged as an adversity that showed statistically significant association for empowerment in the service situation (P = 0.003). Parents' mental health problems (P = 0.050) and serious conflicts within the family (P = 0.041) showed statistically significant associations with maternal empowerment in the service system ( Table 2) .
Associations of paternal empowerment with childhood adversities
Paternal empowerment was high in the family and in service situations and moderate in the service system. Childhood adversities were associated with paternal empowerment in the family such that fathers who reported adversities in their childhood felt less empowered than those who reported no adversities. Adversities that showed statistically significant associations with empowerment in the family were parents' mental health problems (P = 0.036) and serious conflicts within the family (P = 0.011). No statistically significant associations were found between adversities and paternal empowerment in the service situation and the service system (Table 2) .
Childhood adversities as predictors of maternal empowerment
Individual childhood adversities as predictors of maternal empowerment
Parents' mental health problems (P = 0.004) and bullying at school (P = 0.002) emerged as statistically significant predictors of decreased maternal empowerment in the family. These two variables explained 10% of the variance in maternal empowerment in the family. Financial problems (P = 0.021) explained 8% of the variance in empowerment in service situations. No statistically significant predictor was found for empowerment in the service system ( Table 3) .
Accumulation of childhood adversities as a predictor of maternal empowerment
Accumulation of childhood adversities proved to be a statistically significant predictor of decreased maternal empowerment in the family (P < 0.001) and in service situations (P = 0.030). This variable explained 5% of the variance in maternal empowerment in the family and 4% of the variance in empowerment in service situations (Table 3) .
Childhood adversities as predictors of paternal empowerment
Individual childhood adversities as predictors of paternal empowerment
Serious conflicts within the family emerged as the only statistically significant predictor of decreased paternal empowerment in the family. It explained 8% of the variance in paternal empowerment in the family (Table 4) .
Discussion
This study showed that childhood adversities were associated with reduced parental empowerment. Adversities reflected negatively, especially on parents' confidence in managing their children in everyday life. Among mothers, adversities also undermined confidence in interacting with services and in improving services. Childhood adversities proved to negatively affect parental empowerment regardless of the individual's current life situation, since these findings were obtained even after adjusting for them. However, low R-squares of the regression models indicate that childhood adversities alone are not sufficient to account for overall parental empowerment. As in earlier studies, 8, 10 childhood adversities proved to be common: Less than one-third of respondents reported no adversities, and nearly one-third reported three or more. Mothers reported somewhat more adversities than fathers, and adversities had a greater effect on maternal than paternal empowerment. Similar findings have been reported earlier. It has been suggested that females may be more sensitive to childhood adversities and more inclined to report them. 7, 8 Serious conflicts within a childhood family, parents' mental health problems, long-term financial difficulties and parents' unemployment adversely affected parental empowerment. This is in line with many earlier findings, suggesting that these problems present a serious risk to children's well-being throughout their lifespan. 2, 10 Finland has mechanisms in place to provide basic economic security, but these results showed that economic hardship has detrimental consequences, even in a welfare state. 4 Unlike earlier studies, this one did not find that parents' divorce 11 or alcohol problems 5 affected parental empowerment. However, serious conflicts within Linear regression analysis was used as a statistical test. Variables were entered separately into the analysis. , standardised beta coefficient; SE, standard error.
the childhood family correlated with both of these adversities, and it is possible that their effect on empowerment was mediated indirectly through family conflicts. Experiences of bullying at school were negatively associated with maternal empowerment in the current family. No such association was found for paternal empowerment. Earlier findings about the effects of victimization among girls and boys are conflicting. It has been reported that bullying is more traumatic for girls than for boys, 40 but some studies have shown no clear gender differences. 15 In any case, bullying is not just an unfortunate part of growing up, but has long-term consequences. It is possible that the relationship between bullying and empowerment is explained by the fact that bullying increases the risk of poor self-confidence 16 and chronic distress 15 in adulthood, which in turn adversely affect the confidence of mothers to manage as parents. Given that compromised parenting exposes children to bullying, 14 mothers who have been bullied themselves may unwittingly increase their children's risk of being bullied.
This study supported earlier findings [6] [7] [8] that suggest that childhood adversities may be passed down for several generations and may affect the individual in several ways. Childhood adversities may cause parents to feel they are not managing well as parents, which is considered a risk to children's well-being by causing internalizing and externalizing symptoms. 1 Financial difficulties in the childhood family may weaken mothers' confidence in interacting with the services that their children use or need. This, in turn, may hamper early identification of the children's need for support and, thereby, their access to support. As has been reported earlier in the case of parental distrust, 21, 22 less-empowered parents are likely to pass on their lack of empowerment to their children. If there also are adversities in their current family life, parents may pass on to their children both the lack of empowerment resulting from their own childhoods and the burden of adversities stemming from their current situation. Furthermore, when less-empowered parents lack resources and resilience, it may reduce their ability to cope with adversities. 25 In the families of less-empowered parents, therefore, the same adversity may have more detrimental effects on present and future well-being of offspring as compared to the families of moreempowered parents. Based on these findings, all multidisciplinary professionals who work with families always should invest greater effort in reinforcing parents' empowerment.
There were some limitations to this study. The response rate was quite low (30%), possibly indicating that parents who felt less empowered did not respond. This should be taken into account when interpreting and generalizing the study's results. However, there was sufficient data for reliable analyses, and parents who responded and the randomized sample were, by-and-large, comparable. R squares of regression models were low, supporting the assumption that associations between childhood adversities and parental empowerment are highly complex. Several indirect links between study variables are possible and could be explored in greater depth. Based on this study, it is not possible to assess the effects of age when a growing child or adolescent is exposed to adversities. Parental empowerment may depend on the age at which adversities are experienced. Furthermore, life experiences create memories. This may mean that parents who have experienced adverse events during their adulthood remember childhood adversities more easily than parents who did not experience adversities during their adulthood. However, adulthood adversities were not assessed in this study, therefore, it was not possible to adjust for their effect on empowerment.
Conclusions
There are two principal conclusions from this study. First, childhood adversities have a negative effect on parents' confidence in managing their children in everyday life. The association between childhood adversities and parents' confidence in interacting with services and in improving services is weaker. Adversities have a greater effect on maternal empowerment than on paternal empowerment.
Second, multidisciplinary professionals who work with families should aim to recognize adversities early and provide appropriate intervention for families. Thus, they may increase present and future well-being in addition to preventing long-term difficulties for each family member.
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Key points
This study investigated how parents' own childhood adversities are associated with their empowerment as parent. Findings showed that childhood adversities adversely affect parents' confidence in how they manage in everyday family life with their children. Parental empowerment of both mothers and fathers was affected significantly by their parents' mental health problems and serious conflicts within their families during childhood. In addition, financial difficulties, parents' unemployment and bullying at school were associated negatively with maternal empowerment. Parental empowerment may play an important role in how childhood adversities affect children's present and future well-being. For multidisciplinary professionals who work with families, findings of this study offer important clues for planning and providing support to families and for preventing accumulation and transfer of problems across generations. Policymakers may use the findings when allocating resources and benefits for families with children.
